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DELTA
COOPERATIVE

FflRfll
HILLHOUSE
MISSISSIPPI
By
SAM H. FRANKLIN, Jr.

The

delta cooperative farm

is an experiment which looks toward the
replacement of an out-worn economic sys
tem by a new one. The idea back of it had
its birth in the tragedy of Southern agricul
tural labor, whose condition has been well
described by Howard Kester in his book
Revolt among the Sharecroppers. The crop
per in the cotton country usually endeavors

to raise cotton on some twelve to fifteen
acres which are owned by the planter
landlord. The latter furnishes seed, one or
two mules, and equipment, and in return
exacts half of the crop. Being thus deprived
of machine power and compelled to till his
tiny tract in an almost primitive fashion,
the sharecropper is at the same time forced
to secure his “furnishings” or food and other
necessities of life on credit. These are usually
supplied from the plantation commissaries
and interest is often charged ranging from
25 to 50 per cent if reckoned on a yearly
basis. The income of the average tenant
farmer in Arkansas was shown in a recent
year to be only $212 per family His cash
income has been found to be hardly $1.75
per person per month if distributed over a
family of five. This system tends to make the
Southern tenant farmers utterly dependent,
semi-illiterate and hopeless.
Out of this condition of economic exploi
tation, racial tension, and the beginnings of
a struggle for labor organization, there
arose the idea of an enterprise which would
not merely advocate a different kind of eco
nomic system, but which, to a degree at
least, would demonstrate it. The Coopera
tive Farm was to be composed of the most
needy victims of the old order; it was to be
a center from which a constant stream of
education for a cooperative economy was to
radiate and it was itself to be a demonstra
tion that both white and colored labor
could work together on the cooperative
principle and obtain a higher plane of liv
ing than was possible under the old planta
tion system. The Farm was proposed first
[2]

by a group of Southern men, Dr. William
R. Amberson, Howard Kester, H. L. Mit
chell, Blaine Treadway, John Rust and
others who had been intensely concerned
about the suffering of sharecroppers they
had seen in Arkansas. These men suggested
to Sam H. Franklin that he endeavor to
organize a cooperative farm and he brought
the matter to the attention of Dr. Sherwood
Eddy. Dr. Eddy saw the possibilities of the
idea and on a hurried trip to Memphis dis
covered the tract of land on which the Farm
is located. The deed to the Farm was signed
on March 26,1936, the price of $17,500 cash
being made possible by a loan made against
collateral securities.
The Farm itself consists of a tract of
2,138 acres of land of which between 500
and 600 acres are cultivated. The soil is
Sharkey clay, commonly known as buck
shot, capable of being brought to a high
state of production.
The Farm is now held by a Board of five
Trustees, namely, Reinhold Niebuhr, John
Rust, Sherwood Eddy, William R. Amber
son, and Sam H. Franklin. A National Com
mittee and a State Committee are both in
process of organization to serve as sponsors
and permanent advisors for the Farm.
Included in these advisory boards are the
names of such men as Mordecai Johnson,
Bishop Scarlett of Missouri, Bishop Bratton
of Mississippi, William Spofford, William
F. Cochran, James Myers, and Godfrey
Cabot of Boston.
Four foundation planks or principles of
the Farm have been drawn up to set forth
its aims. They are as follows:
[3]

[ 1 ] Efficiency in Production and Economy
in Finance Through the Cooperative
Principle
The Delta Cooperative Farm is organized
as a producers’ and consumers’ cooperative
(the latter on the Rochdale plan), and all
members belong to both organizations.
Credit, building and medical cooperatives
are being organized. By large scale collec
tive production, mechanized agriculture,
diversified farming and industries, by the
collective production of garden crops, poul
try, meats and dairy products for coopera
tive use, we seek to avoid the prevalent evils
of the system of cotton tenancy with its
intolerable burden of debt.

[ 2 ] Participation in the Building of a
Socialized Economy of flbundance
The Delta Cooperative Farm is organized
to play an integral part, together with other
economic and political groups, by means of
education, leadership training, and the
heightening of the morale of organized agri
cultural labor with which we are identified,
in the struggle for a socialized economy in
the U. S. A. We uphold the right of collec
tive bargaining, especially as applied to the
Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union.
We believe in the desirability of pointing
the way toward the solution of technologi
cal unemployment in agriculture, introduc
ing the Rust cotton picker in an agricultural
organization where the workers whose labor
is replaced by the invention may become
the collective beneficiaries of the resulting
increased production.
[4]

[ 3 ] The Principle of Inter-racial Justice
We aim to be loyal to the principle of
inter-racial justice in enlisting the coopera
tion of the white and Negro races in eco
nomic activity designed to bring about their
mutual betterment. Without raising the
question of “social equality”, the teaching
of which is specifically forbidden by the
lawsof Mississippi (StatuteNo. 1103 of 1930),
we endeavor to develop a sense of solidarity
and to bring the workers of both races to a
realization of the necessity of facing their
mutual economic problems together.

[ 4 ] Realistic Religion as a Social Dynamic
As basic and fundamental to the above
three principles, we endeavor to exemplify
the return of Christianity to its prophetic
mission of identification with the dispos
sessed, of bearing witness of the judgment
of God in history upon the injustices of the
existing economic and political order, and
of aiding men to enter into the possibilities
of a more abundant life with which God
has endowed His creation.

The success of the Farm has been fur
thered by the interest and support which it
has received from John and Mack Rust, the
inventors of the cotton picker. These men
have become nationally famous for their
intention of socializing the profits of their
machine and using them to make the maxi
mum contribution toward the erection of a
socialized commonwealth. They are in pro
cess of establishing, with two Trustees of
the farm, a foundation which will fulfill
this purpose. The Delta Cooperative Farm
will be the scene of the demonstration of
[51

the Rust cotton picker in the year 1936, and
will be the first on which its possibilities for
reducing working hours and increasing the
income of working folk will be realized.
As stated in the foregoing principles,
members of the Cooperative are organized
as a producers’ and consumers’ cooperative.
Profit from all commercial crops and other
productive activities on the farm are divided
among members of the producers’ coopera
tive in proportion to the amount and
quality of work done. As a consumers’
cooperative, the settlers on the Farm have a
large common garden in which vegetables
are produced for consumption and for can
ning; they operate collectively a hog farm
and a poultry farm for their own use, and
purchase supplies through a consumers’ co
operative store organized on the Rochdale
plan. Temporary houses have been provided
for all families, but permanent houses will
be built by a building cooperative which
will convert the timber on the place into
attractive and comfortable homes.

The Cooperative is at present governed
by a democratically elected Council of five
members of which not more than three may
be members of one race. All actions of the
Council may be over-ruled during the early
years of the Cooperative by the Trustees,
though they have never yet had to exercise
the power of veto. From the gross profits of
the producers’ cooperative each year a cer
tain fund is set aside for repaying capital
investment before the dividends mentioned
above are declared. The Trustees propose
that in proportion to the repayment of capiT61

tai investment, control of the Cooperative
and ownership of the property shall be
passed to the membership. At present the
president of the Cooperative Council serves
as mayor of the community and the five
Council members operate the producers’
and consumers’ cooperatives. During the
early months of its existence, the Coopera
tive found it to be to its advantage to elect
one man as coordinator or executive to ful
fill the will of the Council in the adminis
tration of the Farm to secure efficiency.
The Trustees have also secured the services
of an able local farmer as advisor and con
sultant on all agricultural problems.
In accord with the fourth principle laid
down by the Trustees, an active religious
life is fostered on the Farm and the rela
tionship of the social objectives for which it
stands to those laid down by the founder of
Christianity is kept constantly in mind.
Churches, Sunday schools and classes in re
ligious education have been formed. Edu
cational work for adults who have been
denied the privilege of attending elemen
tary school has been started, and it is hoped
that this work may be expanded to include
nursery schools and kindergartens, a supple
mentary elementary school for Negroes who
are at present given a school year of only
four months by the state, a Negro high
school and also a practical institute for the
social orientation and training of leader
ship for agricultural labor in the South.

A medical cooperative is being planned
and it is the hope of all interested in the
Farm that a physician may be secured who
will head a medical cooperative for memF7]

hers on the Farm and die surrounding com
munity. Social life includes community
recreation and music. The Cooperative is
fortunate in securing the help of highly
trained people from other localities who
volunteer their services, especially during
the summer, for carrying on these and
kindred activities.

The very heavy expense of purchasing
and maintaining the Farm has been met by
the generosity of friends throughout the
United States, especially through the Emer
gency Relief Committee of the Federal
Council of Churches under the leadership
of Dr. James Myers, with the cooperation
of William Spofford and other friends. De
spite the exercise of the most rigid economy,
however, contributions to date have been
insufficient to provide capital for the activ
ities sketched above and the enterprise is
proceeding on faith that friends of a new
social order will continue to aid it through
the initial months of its existence until the
return from crops and gardens will enable
it to become self-supporting. All funds sub
scribed to the Cooperative will he eventu
ally returned to the Trustees for the
establishment of other cooperatives of this
type. Visitors to the Farm and others to
whose attention this pamphlet may come,
are earnestly requested to make their con
tribution, however small, toward the fur
therance of the work of the Cooperative.
Contributions may be made to Sam H. Franklin,
Director of the Cooperative at Hillhouse, Missis
sippi, or to Dr. Sherwood Eddy, to whom checks
should be made payable, Treasurer of the Board
of Trustees, 347 Madison Avenue, New York.
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